CHAPTER   XI
WATERLOO
THE importance of Quatr^Bras in the operations derived
from the fact that one of its great highways, that extend-
ing from Natnur to Nivelle, was marked as the Prussian
centre; and this, by opening a line of communication
south of Mont St. Jean and Wavre, would enable
Wellington to bring his left in contact with Blucher.
Ney was entrusted with the task of preventing such a
move by holding on at Quatre Bras, a simple enough
plan which yet, for no apparent reason apart from his
previous failing, he only grasped when it was too late
to recover.
General Reiile, with a division of the znd Corps,
opened an attack on Gosselies, a step to the main
objective, which soon fell. Ney was already on the
scene with some light cavalry, and although Reille's
battalions, in pursuing the Prussians, were checked at
the north end of the village and driven back, the Marshal
was strangely inactive. He might have strengthened
the advance and gone on even to the cross-roads; in*
stead he halted with the cavalry some two miles short
of the way, near Frasnes, while his tired corps dropped
asleep on the ground they had occupied.
Meanwhile the French were exposed to artillery fire
from Frasnes. Reinforcements were hurried up and
the Allied posts, withdrawing in the direction of Quatre
Bras, finally came to a halt in the wood of Bossu. Ney
went on towards the cross-roads, but his only force was a
single battalion and the cavalry. With these he drew up,
about seven o'clock, in front of the position he was to
have occupied, and found it held by over 4,000 of the
enemy with six guns.
He had even neglected to ascertain their strength
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